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AUTHOR’S NOTE



The Language supposedy spoken by the characters in this book in Norman French. What you are reading is a “translation” into modern English.
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The line of knights parted silently as the boy led his bloodstained horse through their ranks, back toward the camp area where the wounded were being attended. The Battle of the Standard was over and won, but the Sheriff of Lincoln had fallen, and it was his body that was laid across the sweaty back of the huge black warhorse the boy was leading through the humid mist of a hot August day.

Men rushed forward to help as soon as the boy entered the encampment, but his face stopped them in their tracks, and it was he alone who reached up for the body of the larger, heavier man laying prone across the high-pomelled leather saddle.

He lifted the dead weight in his arms and stood there for a moment, holding it as if it were a sleeping child.

The black horse blew loudly, breaking the eerie silence of the surrounding men.

Then, “Is he dead, lad?” a voice asked gently.

“Aye,” said the boy. He looked at the man who had spoken. “Take down the flag, Bernard, and spread it on the ground.”


The man obeyed, and the boy stooped and gently laid the body of the only father he had ever known upon the red silk of Lincoln’s flag.

The only evidence he gave of strain from the heavy weight was the fine mist of sweat that broke out upon his brow and the muscle that flickered along one of his high cheekbones.

The sheriff’s men looked grimly down upon the dead face of their leader. His uncovered brown hair was matted with dirt and sweat and blood. The helmet he had worn into battle was gone, nor was he wearing his mail coif. Someone had pushed it off to try to staunch the wound that had killed him.

A fruitless enterprise, obviously, as the man’s whole skull was caved in.

“What happened, Hugh?” one of the other men asked. He spoke in a lowered voice, as if it might be possible to disturb the sleep of the man who lay on the ground before them. “Did you see it?”

“Aye, I saw it,” the boy replied in a careful, steady voice. “Ralf and I were walking back toward the camp together when I stopped to get a drink from a stream. Ralf went on ahead of me, God alone knows why, and the next thing I heard was his shout. I looked up to see four Scots leaping out at him from within a small copse of wood. They had seen that he was alone and unhelmeted, and one of them had a mace.” The boy drew a deep breath. “They were after his sword.”

“Why did you not come to his aid?” a tall knight demanded angrily. “Surely he deserved that much of you!”

Other voices muttered at the speaker to keep quiet, but the boy replied with steely composure, “I was too far away. I ran to help him, of course, but by the time I arrived he had fallen.”

Silence fell as all of the men looked at the body laying before them on the blood-red silk of Lincoln’s flag.

“And did the four who killed him get away, Hugh?” asked the quiet voice of the man named Bernard.

“No,” the boy said simply. “I killed them all.”

The boy was twenty years old and this his first battle, but there wasn’t a man there who did not believe him.

“Why in the name of God did he not have his helmet on?” the angry knight cried.

“The noseguard had been bent and it was in the way of his vision,” the boy replied.

The men stood under the misty sun, regarding with sorrow the fallen body of the sheriff.

Bernard pulled himself together. “We must get him back to Northallerton,” he said. “He deserves a decent burial.”

“Not here,” Hugh said quickly. “I will take him home and bury him next to Adela. That is what he would have wanted.”

One of the sheriff’s men began to say something, but at a look from the boy’s startling light gray eyes, he fell silent.

“All right,” Bernard said quietly. “We will take him home.”

 

They put the body of Ralf Corbaille on a hurdle and carried him back to the king’s base camp at Northallerton. King Stephen had not been present at this first battle of the civil war that was brewing between him and his cousin, the Empress Matilda. This had been a fight between the northern English, reinforced by some southern troops, and the Scots under their king, David, who was uncle to the empress.

“I will need to have a coffin,” Hugh said to the oldest and most faithful of his father’s knights, Bernard Radvers. They were standing in the hall of Northallerton Castle, where the body of the Sheriff of Lincoln had been laid temporarily to get it out of the warmth of the emerging sunlight. “And I will need a wagon.”

“Lad.” Bernard looked at the boy he had known since he was eight and had first come to live with Ralf. Hugh was still wearing his mail hauberk, but he had taken off his helmet and mail coif and his thick black hair had fallen forward across his brow, almost to the level line of his brows.

His face was expressionless, as armored as his body. If Bernard did not know better, he would assume that the death of the Sheriff of Lincoln meant nothing to this youngster who was looking at him with such disciplined immobility.

Ignoring all the signs that forbade it, Bernard reached out and touched the boy’s bare hand in a gesture of comfort.

Hugh’s face never changed.

At least, Bernard thought, he did not pull away.

“I will see to the coffin,” Bernard said. “Your duty is to see how many other of our men have taken harm.”

At those words, there was a slight change in the gray eyes looking at him so levelly. Bernard understood that Hugh had been so concentrated on his own loss that it was a shock for him to realize that other men might be hurt.

Hugh tossed the ink-dark hair off his forehead and looked again toward the bier. Clearly he did not want to leave, but Bernard had used the authority word, “duty,” and Hugh had been brought up to respond to its imperative call. “All right,” he said reluctantly. “I’ll go.”

But he didn’t move. He just stood there, staring with that slightly out-of-focus expression in his eyes.

“Hugh,” Bernard said gently.

“Aye,” the boy said again. “I’m going.”

Bernard accompanied the boy out into the heat of the bailey courtyard and then stood his ground and watched as Hugh turned and walked away from him in the direction of the great wooden gate. The boy’s head was up and his slim, light body moved forward purposefully under its mail coat.


Dear God, Bernard thought despairingly. What is Hugh going to do without Ralf?

It was then that it happened, the thing that was to change all their lives. A knight of about Bernard’s age was crossing the bailey at the same time as Hugh. As they passed each other, the man glanced carelessly over at the boy, then stopped abruptly. His face was blanched as white as new-fallen snow.

He looked, Bernard thought, exactly as if he had seen a dead man pass by.

As Bernard continued to watch, the knight turned and took a few steps, as if he would follow Hugh, then stopped again. He didn’t move again, just stood there, his eyes glued to the slender figure, who had been joined by a squire leading a horse.

Hugh vaulted into the saddle of his almost purely white stallion and rode through the open gate, heading in the direction of the Sheriff of Lincoln’s camp.

The knight continued to stare after him. He was not wearing armor, and Bernard could see how rigid were his shoulders and back under his sweat-stained shirt.

The hair prickled on the back of Bernard’s neck.

With a great effort of will, he forced himself to move forward to the side of the stricken knight.

The man turned to look at him. He had graying hair and brown eyes and narrow, aristocratic features. “Do you know who that boy is?” he demanded.

Bernard had never heard him speak before, but he knew instinctively that that husky, choked sound was not the stranger’s ordinary speaking voice.

“That is Hugh Corbaille, the son of the Sheriff of Lincoln.” He was relieved to hear that his own voice sounded normal. “Why do you ask?”

The other knight turned again, to stare after Hugh. “The son of the Sheriff of Lincoln?” he said slowly. “If that is so, then why is he the living image of Hugh de Leon, only son of the Earl of Wiltshire, who was kidnapped from his home some thirteen years ago?”

 

Hugh found few serious injuries among the men Ralf Corbaille had brought with him to the Battle of the Standard. The English had broken the Scots early, and the greatest part of the battle had consisted of chasing the panic-stricken enemy through the fields and woods of misty Yorkshire. Thousands of Scots had fallen, and very few English. The Battle of the Standard had been a rout.

But Ralf was dead.

Why did he go on ahead of me like that?

This was the thought that ran nonstop through Hugh’s mind all the while he was going dutifully around the camp, talking to the men of Lincoln, assuring them that their officers would see them safely home, doing all the things that Ralf would have wanted him to do.

If I had been beside him, this never would have happened. Why did I have to stop to take a drink?

“Is it true that the sheriff has fallen?”


Over and over the question was asked, until Hugh thought that he would surely kill the next man who spoke those words. But over and over again he answered, calm, disciplined, reassuring. “All will be well. See to the wounded. We will be leaving for home on the morrow.”

After what seemed to him an eternity, but was actually only two hours, he was able to leave the camp and return to the castle, where he could keep watch over Ralf as Adela would have wanted.

Bernard was there before him.

“I have seen to the coffin, lad,” said the middle-aged knight, who had been Ralf’s man for more years than Hugh had been alive. “It will be ready by this evening.”

Hugh nodded.

Bernard his mouth, as if he would say something more, and involuntarily Hugh shut his eyes, willing the other man to go away and leave him alone.

There was the sound of a step, and Hugh felt a flicker of relief that his wish was indeed being granted. Then Bernard’s voice sounded next to his ear.

“Let me unbuckle your mail for you and then I will leave you be. It is too hot for you to be wearing armor if you do not need it.”

Hugh stood perfectly still and allowed the older man to play squire, unbuckling the mail hauberk and lifting it over his bare head. When finally he stood there in his sweat-stained linen shirt and leggings, Bernard said gently, “All right, Hugh. I’ll leave you alone now.”

Hugh stood mute as Bernard left the hall. When at last he was alone, he approached the body of the man who was lying on a low makeshift bier in the middle of the room.

It was cooler in the hall than it had been outdoors, but even so the unmistakable odor of death was in the air. Hugh looked down at the face and ruined head of his foster father, and a wave of unbridled fury surged through him.

How could you have done this to me? How could you have gone away and left me like this?

His fingers curled into fists, and for a moment gray spots danced in front of his eyes. He dropped to his knees and lowered his head to ward away the faintness.

Damn you, Ralf.

He gulped air into his lungs, furious at his own weakness.

His eyes fell on the crucifix that Ralf always wore on a chain around his neck. It was a symbol of faith that should be a comfort to Hugh in his hour of need. He knew what the priests would tell him. They would say that Ralf was at peace in Christ, that he had been reunited with Adela, the wife he had so dearly loved.

But none of this was a comfort to Hugh. All he knew was that Ralf had left him and he was alone.

Slowly he reached up his hand and closed his fingers around those of the dead man. Even in the heat of the August day, Ralf’s hand was cold.

This was the hand that had ruthlessly dragged him out of his hiding place that bitter January night and brought him home to Adela. This was the hand that had shown him how to hold a sword, and a bow. This was the hand that had only recently dubbed him a knight.

Damn you, Ralf. Damn you, damn you, damn you. How could you have done this to me?

A shudder passed through his body, then another one. His hand closed more tightly on the cold, unresponsive one of his foster father.

In all these years, Hugh thought in anguish, I never once told you that I loved you.

 

When Bernard went back out into the bailey after leaving Hugh in the hall, he almost walked into the strange knight whom he had encountered earlier.

“If you don’t mind, I should like to talk to you for a minute,” the man said. His voice sounded more composed than it had several hours ago. It also sounded determined.

Bernard shrugged, trying to conceal his uneasiness. “Go ahead.” He began to walk slowly toward the gate and the man fell into step beside him.

“My name is Nigel Haslin,” the knight said, “and I am here with the men of Robert of Ferrers, from whom I hold one of my manors. My chief feudal lord, however, is the Earl of Wiltshire, and it is of him that I wish to speak.”

“Aye?” said Bernard, terse and wary and anxious not to give anything away. The courtyard was filled with men coming and going on errands for the different lords who had led the English army. Bernard and Nigel Haslin walked side by side through the bustle of purposeful activity, intent on their own conversation.

“That boy,” Nigel said abruptly. “Where does he come from?”

Bernard ran hard, callused fingers through his short, graying hair. “I told you earlier. He is the son of the Sheriff of Lincoln.”

“From birth?” the other man said.

Bernard looked at him somberly and did not reply.

Something flickered in the other man’s brown eyes. “So,” he said. “A foster son, then.”

“In every way that counts, Hugh is the son of Ralf and Adela Corbaille,” Bernard said emphatically. “He will tell you that himself.”

At that, Nigel put a restraining hand upon Bernard’s arm, forcing him to come to a halt. Bernard swung around in annoyance and the two men stood face to face in the middle of the busy courtyard. “And if he is more than that?” Nigel demanded. “If he is in fact the heir to a great earldom—and to vast estates in Normandy as well?”


“That cannot be,” Bernard said emphatically. “Nor would it be fair to put such thoughts into his head. There is already an Earl of Wiltshire. All do know that.”

A menial passed close behind them, carrying two buckets of water from the castle well.

Nigel said, “It is true that Guy de Leon is the present earl. He is younger brother to Earl Roger, the previous lord.” The knight paused and his eyes hardened. “The one who was murdered.”

“Murdered?” Bernard repeated with shock. “I never heard anything of murder.”

Nigel’s expression was grim. “Oh, it was hushed up. But the fact is that thirteen years ago, Earl Roger was stabbed to death in the chapel of Chippenham Castle. And on that same day, the earl’s only son, Hugh, disappeared, believed to be kidnapped by the very man who had murdered his father.”

Bernard’s eyes were stretched wide with horror. “And who was that man?”

Two horses pulling a cart filled with hay came through the open gate of the castle bailey. With one accord, Bernard and Nigel veered out of the cart’s way and headed toward one of the towers built into the bailey wall.

Nigel said, “We think it was a household knight named Walter Crespin. He disappeared from the castle on the day of the murder. Two days later, the deputy sheriff brought his body back to Chippenham. Evidently he had been the victim of outlaws in the forest.”

“And the boy?”

“He was never seen again.” Nigel looked Bernard straight in the eyes. “Until today.”

Bernard shook his head. “You are mistaken. You must be mistaken.” He frowned, causing the weather-scarred wrinkles in his forehead and at the corners of his light blue eyes to score even deeper into his face.

The men walked in silence for a moment. Then Bernard asked reluctantly, “How old was this Hugh de Leon when he disappeared?”

“Seven.”

Once Bernard felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.

Still, he said stoutly, “If the man who took him was killed, it is almost certain that the boy must have been killed as well.”

“So we all thought,” Nigel Haslin said. “But I tell you, that boy in the chapel is the living image of Hugh de Leon.”

“Good God, man!” Bernard said impatiently. “Be realistic.” He raised his hand to acknowledge the greeting of a man who was passing by. “When last you saw this Hugh de Leon he was but seven years of age. Boys change out of all recognition from seven to twenty. You know that! Perhaps there is a faint resemblance between our Hugh and yours, but you are stretching it beyond all reason.”


The other knight shook his head. “Bones don’t change, and I would know those facial bones anywhere. They are the bones of his mother, the Lady Isabel. And the eyes. They are not the sort of eyes that are easily mistaken. They were the eyes of his father and they are the eyes of his uncle, the present earl. Light gray fringed with black.”

“You cannot be sure,” Bernard said, still unconvinced.

“What hand does this Hugh Corbaille use to wield his sword?” Nigel asked abruptly.

A faint brown haze lay in the air of the bailey as the activity of so many men stirred the summer-dry earth underfoot. Bernard stared at the other man through the dust and did not reply.

“The de Leons are always left-handed,” Nigel said. “In fact, the present earl is widely known as Guy le Gaucher.”

Still Bernard did not reply.

“Your Hugh is left-handed, isn’t he?” Nigel demanded.

Bernard stared down at the packed dry earth of the courtyard under his feet.

What if this man is speaking true? What if Hugh really is…?

He bit his lip and said grudgingly, “What do you want to know?”

The hay wagon had stopped at the stable that lay along one of the bailey walls, and two stableboys were beginning to unload it.


Bernard and Nigel reached the cool shadow of the tall wooden tower and stopped.

Nigel said, “How old was Hugh when he came to be fostered in the sheriff’s household?”

“The usual age,” Bernard replied. “Eight.”

“And where did he come from?”

Bernard scowled, shifting uneasily from one foot to the other. Should he say? But the story was well known. Nigel would discover it from another, if not from him.

“Ralf found Hugh starving in the streets of Lincoln,” he said at last. “When the boy spoke to him in Norman French, he took him home to his own house. Ralf and his wife had no children, and Hugh became to them the son they had always longed for.”

For a long moment, Nigel was silent, obviously mulling over what Bernard had just said. “And what did Hugh tell Ralf about his past?” he asked finally.

“Nothing,” Bernard replied with palpable reluctance. “He has always said that he cannot remember.”

The brown eyes regarding Bernard widened as Nigel took in the full import of that statement.

“My God,” he breathed at last. Then, speaking urgently, “I must talk to him.”

“This is not the time to approach Hugh,” Bernard said adamantly. “Not while he is grieving for Ralf.”

Nigel inhaled sharply. At last he said, “I suppose I can understand that.” He frowned. “All right, I will give him time to come to terms with his grief, and then I will visit him. Where can I find him?”


“I don’t know if I should tell you,” Bernard said. “I don’t even know if I should have spoken to you about him at all.”

“Don’t you understand?” Nigel demanded fiercely. “If this boy is who I think he is, he is by right the Earl of Wiltshire and Count of Linaux. Surely you would not seek to deny him such a heritage?”

Most of the morning mist had cleared and the sky overhead was a hazy blue. The air was hot and muggy, and the line at the castle well was a long one.

“And how will the present earl and count receive the news of a possible usurper?” Bernard asked shrewdly.

“Lord Guy has only daughters. There is no son to succeed him,” Nigel said. “The way would lie open for Hugh.”

Bernard raised skeptical eyebrows. “Do you really think that because he has no sons, Earl Guy would be willing to put aside his own claim in favor of a nephew he does not know? For that is what Guy would have to do if he recognized Hugh as his brother’s true son. He would have to step aside.”

Nigel’s lips twitched, and he did not reply.

A man on a magnificent black horse attended by a guard of knights rode in through the bailey gate. Stableboys scrambled to take the horses.

Bernard said, “Before he could even think of approaching Guy, Hugh would first have to prove he is who you say he is.”


“He wears his proof on his face,” the other man returned.

Bernard went on as if he had not heard. “And, of course, there is always the possibility that Hugh will not want to prove it.”

Nigel looked at him as if he were mad. “No man would turn his back on such a heritage.”

And Bernard said wryly, “You don’t know Hugh.”
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Ralf Corbaille’s manor of Keal lay in Lincolnshire, a part of England Nigel Haslin was not overly fond of. The fen country of Lincolnshire might be beautiful to those who lived in it, but to a Wiltshire man like Nigel, the endless, flat, watery expanses were not only unattractive, they were a nuisance to travel across.

It was March 1139, seven months after the Battle of the Standard. Time enough, Nigel thought, for Hugh to have recovered from his grief. Time enough for him to be setting his sights upon the future.

The weeks and months had also given Nigel a chance to think more clearly about the wisdom of resurrecting a possible heir to the earldom of Wiltshire. He had been so stunned to see Hugh at Northallerton that he had acted instinctively in talking to Bernard Radvers. The last seven months had given him a chance to consider whether or not he would be wise to proceed in this matter, or if it would be more sensible simply to pretend that he had never seen the boy at all.


As Nigel well knew, Guy de Leon would not be at all happy to find that his nephew had miraculously risen from the dead. Furthermore, he would be furious with the vassal who dared to sponsor such a claimant.

On the other hand, there were many reasons why Nigel would like to see Guy replaced as his overlord.

For one thing, he strongly suspected that Guy had been involved in the death of his elder brother. Nigel had held his former lord in high regard and would very much like to see his murderer punished.

He also gravely disapproved of the dissolute way in which Guy lived.

And finally, he did not approve of Guy’s refusal to declare his support for the king.

In short, Guy was the complete opposite of the brother he had succeeded. Roger de Leon’s name had rung through all of the Christian world for his deeds during the late Crusade. It was Roger who had led the attack upon the gates of Jerusalem, the attack that had won the Holy City back from the infidels. Under Roger, Chippenham had been a model of morality and propriety. Roger, Nigel was certain, would have upheld his feudal oath to his overlord, King Stephen, and not been solely on the lookout for his own advantage.

Nigel would far rather owe his own feudal duty to Roger’s son than he would to Guy.

And then there was Isabel.


What would it mean to her to know that her son was still alive?

When Bernard thought of her, and all her beauty, hidden away in that convent for the last thirteen years, his heart lifted with the hope that Hugh’s return might also mean the return of his mother to the world.

 

It was late in the afternoon of a cold, blowy day when the party from Wiltshire finally saw the stockade fence of Keal rising in the distance. Gray clouds raced across the wide East Anglia sky as Nigel and the five men of his household guard who were accompanying him approached the manor.

By the time they reached the open gate, a man had moved to bar their way. The sentry was dressed in the leather jerkin and cross-gartered leggings of a man-at-arms and he wore a sword at his side.

Nigel identified himself and stated that he had business with Hugh Corbaille, whose manor he believed this to be.

Nigel was told to wait in the courtyard while the sentry informed his master of the new arrivals. Before he left the courtyard, however, the sentry signaled to two of his fellows to come and stand by Nigel’s party.

Security was not taken lightly at Keal, Nigel thought approvingly.

While he waited, he looked around, judging the quality of the property. As was customary in such establishments, barns and byres lined the inside of the stockade fence, all of them looking to be in very good repair. The house itself was also built of timber. Most of it was two floors high, but attached to the main block was a three-floor section that looked as if it was a more recent addition.

Oddly, even though night was coming on and the air was chill, all the window shutters on the third floor were open.

The front door of the manor swung open and a man came out. It did not take Nigel long to recognize Bernard Radvers.

Bernard crossed the courtyard and came to a halt in front of Nigel’s horse. “So,” he said. “You have come.”

“I said I would,” Nigel replied calmly. “Is the boy within?”

“He has ridden out, but I expect him back shortly.” Several stableboys came running at Bernard’s signal. “You and your party must come inside,” he said courteously. “You are weary and in need of refreshment.”

Nigel dismounted gratefully and followed Bernard to the stairs that led up to the main door of the house. As in so many buildings of this type, the living quarters were on the second floor, as the first floor was used for storage.

Bernard pushed the door open and led Nigel and his following into the chief room of the manor, the hall.

The first thing that struck Nigel’s senses was the fresh, fragrant scent of the room. He looked down and saw that the herb-strewn rushes on the floor looked as if they had been freshly laid that day.

He sniffed appreciatively.

Bernard smiled. “Adela, Ralf’s wife, was always a meticulous housekeeper. Hugh was brought up in an immaculate house, and clearly he has seen to it that Adela’s ways are still followed.”

Nigel nodded and let himself be led forward to the large fireplace in which two massive logs smoldered comfortably. A young boy came from the far side of the room to help him remove his mail coif and hauberk. In the far corner, his guards were also being helped out of their heavy mail garments.

He and his men had made the ride from Wiltshire in full armor, a precaution he always took when traveling in these unsettled times.

A boy brought cups of ale for Bernard and Nigel, and Bernard gestured his guest to one of the heavy carved chairs that were placed near the fireplace. The two men sat down on the comfortable cushions Adela had embroidered, sipped their wine, and regarded each other a little warily.

“Are you part of this household, then?” Nigel asked after he had gratefully swallowed his first draft of ale.

Bernard shook his head. “I am part of the garrison at Lincoln Castle still. I had business in this part of the county, though, and took the opportunity to stop by to see Hugh. I arrived but yesterday.”

Nigel leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs toward the pleasant warmth of the fire. “Have you told him aught of what passed between us at Northallerton?”

“No.” Bernard’s pale blue eyes regarded him mea-suringly. “I was not sure if I would ever see you again.”

“Well, as you see, I have come.”

Bernard took a sip of ale and looked steadily at Nigel over the top of his cup. “Why?”

Nigel made an impatient gesture. “We have been over this ground before, I think. I have come because I believe this boy may be the heir to the earldom of Wiltshire.”

Slowly, Bernard revolved his pewter ale cup in his hands. “I have done some investigating of the present earl since last we spoke,” he said. “He is not a man likely to open his arms wide to a long-lost nephew desirous of usurping his place.”

“I know that,” Nigel returned calmly. “On the other hand, if King Stephen himself recognizes Hugh as Roger’s son, then Guy will have no legal claim to the earldom.”

Bernard gave the other knight a long, level look. “Why should Stephen want to recognize Hugh?”

“Stephen knows that Roger was murdered. Perhaps Hugh will be able to tell the king who was responsible for that heinous crime. If it was Guy…well, Stephen will not allow a murderer to continue on as one of his earls.”

“You forget one thing,” Bernard said. His steady eyes regarded Nigel over his wine cup. “Hugh will not be able to name the murderer. He does not remember anything that happened to him before he came to Ralf.”

Nigel looked skeptical. “Does he really not remember, or is he just saying that?”

“Believe me,” Bernard said with absolute finality. “He really does not remember.”

Silence fell as Nigel contemplated this statement.

Finally he said, “Well, even if Hugh cannot point a finger at Guy, there is still ample reason for Stephen to take up his cause.”

“I don’t see why,” Bernard said.

Nigel leaned a little forward in his chair, trying to communicate his sense of urgency. “Stephen needs Wiltshire. If Hugh will promise to stand with Stephen, and if we can present some reasonable evidence that he is indeed Earl Roger’s lost son, then I have no doubt that the king will support his claim over Guy’s.”

Bernard looked thoughtful. “Why should Stephen be so eager to get rid of Guy? Is he going to declare for Matilda?”

Nigel leaned back in his chair. “Guy will declare for no one,” he said bitterly. “He will sit on the edge of the battle and, like a scavenger, look to grab up every scrap of the leavings for himself.”

Before Bernard could reply to this harsh comment, the hall door opened and Hugh came into the room. His step was quiet, nor had the door made any noise when it opened, but every man in the hall was instantly aware of his presence.

It always amazed Bernard to see how effortlessly the boy could command attention.

There had been the faint murmur of voices in the hall before Hugh’s entrance, but silence fell as the boy crossed the rush-strewn floor toward the two men seated before the comfortable fire.

Bernard felt his stomach twist as once again he beheld the too-thin face of Ralf ’s beloved foster son. Until yesterday, he had not seen Hugh since they had buried Ralf last summer, and he had been profoundly shocked to see that thin, nervy face, those shadowed gray eyes. He thought the boy looked as if he were at the end of his tether.

I knew it would not be good for him to be alone here, Bernard thought now grimly. There are too many memories at Keal.

But there were few alternatives for Hugh. He had inherited Keal as well as Ralf’s two other, smaller manors, and this was where he was supposed to be.

Bernard said composedly, “Hugh, this is Nigel Haslin of Somerford Castle in Wiltshire. He has traveled a long way in order to speak to you.”

Outside it must have begun to rain, because there was a fine mist of drops on Hugh’s black hair. He unfastened his cloak and stood there in a leather jerkin and beautifully embroidered shirt. Bernard recognized Adela’s talented workmanship.


A young boy came on quiet feet to take the damp cloak and put a cup of ale into Hugh’s hand.

Hugh didn’t drink, just stood there looking at Nigel, waiting.

Nigel shot a quick glance at Bernard. “This is not business that ought to be discussed in front of others,” he said.

Hugh frowned.

“It’s important, lad,” Bernard assured him. “Why don’t you take Nigel upstairs to the solar and talk to him there?”

For a long moment, Hugh didn’t reply. At last he said softly, “Very well,” and, without looking at either man, he turned and led the way to the stairs that went from the hall up to the third level of the addition.

There were two doors at the top of the stairs and Hugh opened one, which led into a large comfortable room with tapestry-covered walls and heavy, carved, cushioned furniture. At least the room would have been comfortable, Nigel thought, if all the windows had not been open to let in the cold, damp, rainy air. There was no fireplace in this room, just a tiled hearth place in the center that contained an unlit charcoal brazier. The floor was swept bare.

Hugh made no move to invite him to sit but stood there in silence, waiting.

Nigel looked at the beautiful, wary face in front of him.


He had to be Isabel’s son. Those cheekbones…that mouth…

Nigel took a deep breath and began to speak. The minutes went by like hours as Bernard waited for the two men to come back downstairs. But when Nigel finally returned to the hall, he was alone.

“Well?” Bernard said urgently as the other knight joined him in front of the warm fire.

Nigel’s mouth was tight. “He doesn’t believe me. He says it cannot be true.”

Bernard heaved himself to his feet. “Was he upset?”

“Who knows?” Nigel said. “That is a boy who shows nothing on his face. All I can tell you is that he was adamant that he cannot possibly be the son of Roger, Earl of Wiltshire.”

“You told him about the resemblance? About the left-handedness?”

“Of course I told him those things,” Nigel responded impatiently. “He didn’t listen. All he would do is deny it.”

“Let me talk to him,” Bernard said.

“He is where I left him,” Nigel said a little bitterly. “He dismissed me out of hand.”

Slowly Bernard climbed the stairs to the next level, bracing himself for what he was going to find. He owed it to Ralf to do his best for Hugh. He just wished he knew what the best thing was.


Hugh was standing in the middle of the room, staring down at the empty brazier, when Bernard came in.

The room was freezing. Without comment, Bernard went around closing the shutters.

“Adela would have had the brazier lit and the shutters closed,” he said to Hugh’s back.

“I told them to air it out today. I never sit here anymore,” Hugh said.

The solar had been the gathering place for the family that no longer existed.

Bernard glanced toward the two doors that opened off the solar. They led to two bedrooms. One had belonged to Ralf and Adela and one had belonged to Hugh. From the previous night, Bernard knew that Hugh still used his bedroom. Privacy had always been of paramount importance to him.

Bernard said, “What did you think of Nigel’s story?”

At that, Hugh swung around to face him. “How long have you known of this?” he demanded.

“He saw you at Northallerton and approached me,” Bernard said.

“Why did you tell him about me?” Hugh asked furiously. “Why did you tell him about my memory?”

Bernard had been prepared for shock. He had not been prepared for this anger. “Hugh,” he said carefully. “Think. It may just be possible that you are this Hugh de Leon. At any rate, you cannot dismiss the possibility out of hand.”

“Aye, I can. I am Hugh Corbaille. I do not want or need to be anyone else.”

Nigel refused to flinch before the flame of Hugh’s anger. He said as reasonably as he could, “Before you were Hugh Corbaille you were someone else. You know that. I know that. Why is it so impossible that you were not this lost boy?”

Hugh pushed his still damp hair off of his forehead. “Because I would know it if I were. Do you think I would forget being the heir to such greatness?”

Bernard persevered. “You might have. Something happened to make you forget your past. That you cannot deny.”

“I forgot my past because it was best for me to forget it. Terrible things happened to me…”

Abruptly the boy broke off. His eyes, huge and shocked, met those of Bernard.

“What terrible things, Hugh?” Bernard asked gently.

Hugh shook his head mutely and turned his back on the knight.

“I don’t remember,” he said.

And he didn’t want to remember, Bernard realized at last.

It was time, Bernard thought, to speak a few home truths.


“You are wasted here, lad,” he said bluntly. “If you had not been so young, it is highly likely that you would have been appointed sheriff after Ralf. You have the knack of leadership. Men look to you. From the time you were sixteen and Ralf first brought you to the castle with him, you have been a presence. There is more for you to do with your life than to collect rents and see that your lands are farmed.”

Hugh shook his head but didn’t reply.

“You are bored to death here,” Bernard said. “Admit it.”

Hugh said, “The present Earl of Wiltshire is one of the most powerful men in the land. It is mad to think that I could take his place.”

Still speaking to Hugh’s back, Bernard said, “You would make a good earl. It may even be in your blood.”

As Hugh swung around to face him, Bernard said deliberately, “I never would have thought that Ralf could rear a coward.”

Hugh’s chin came up. His gray eyes glittered. He said levelly, “Don’t try me too hard, Bernard.”

Prudently, Bernard gave ground. “Just think about it, lad. That is all I ask of you. This is not an opportunity to throw away.”

Hugh’s body was rigid with resistance.

“Why are you so anxious to see me make a fool of myself?” he asked bitterly.

“I think this Nigel Haslin is honest,” Bernard said. “I think his story is worth pursuing, at least for a little bit.”

And to himself he added, Anything is worth getting you away from here.

“Will you think about it, at least?” he said.

There was a line like a sword between Hugh’s straight black brows. “I will think about it,” he said.

 

Trestle tables were set up in the hall for supper, and Nigel sat at the high table with Hugh and Bernard.

The only women in the hall were a few servants who sat at one of the lower tables. At the high table they were served by two young boys. As it was Lent, the main course consisted of a sauced mullet, which tasted deliciously fresh, to Nigel’s surprise and delight. The three men discussed the latest news from court, the chief tidbit being that Stephen had succeeded in getting his brother, Henry, Bishop of Winchester, appointed papal legate, thus making him superior in rank to the Archbishop of Canterbury.

No further word was mentioned of the Earl of Wiltshire.

After supper was over and the trestle tables were being scrubbed with sand and removed, Hugh and the two older knights moved back to the fire.

In one of the corners, a man had taken out a lute and was strumming it.

Bernard said to Hugh, “Why don’t you offer Nigel a game of chess?”


Hugh shot him an ironic look. “Why don’t you play him, Bernard? I will be glad to look on.”

Bernard turned to the visiting knight. “Are you a good player?” he asked.

“I am accounted so,” Nigel replied comfortably.

“Play him,” Bernard said to Hugh. “And give him a knight.”

At that, Nigel sat a little forward in his chair. “That would not be fair.”

“I play rather well,” Hugh said.

Nigel’s aristocratic nose quivered slightly with insult. “So do I,” he informed the twenty-year-old sitting opposite him on the other side of the fire.

Hugh shrugged and called for the chess set. One of the boys who had served them at supper set the board up between the two men. Silence fell as the game began.

Twenty minutes later, Nigel, who was actually an excellent player, found himself in checkmate.

“I should have accepted that extra knight,” he said slowly, staring at the arrangement of pieces on the board.

“Aye,” Hugh said gravely. He stood up. “You can share my parents’ bedroom off the solar with Bernard. He will show you the way. I will be going to bed myself once I make my evening rounds.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll see to Nigel’s comfort, lad,” Bernard said easily. “His men can sleep here in the hall with mine and yours.”


Hugh nodded and turned away from them, heading toward the door that led outside. He took his cloak from where it was hanging on a nail by the door, flung it around himself, and went out into the rain.

“Well?” Nigel said, turning to look at Bernard.

“Come upstairs,” the other man said, “and we can speak in private.”
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